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Abstract 
When societal conflicts between social identity groups spill over into organizations, 
leaders face the formidable challenge of attempting to bridge differences and man-
age the conflict in order to accomplish work. After reviewing the literature on inter-
group conflict, workplace diversity and social identity theory, we examine four po-
tential leadership strategies for managing identity-based conflicts. The four leadership 
strategies are decategorization, recategorization, subcategorization and crosscutting. 
Examples drawn from an interview-based study are used to illustrate theoretical con-
structs found in the literature. We then consider each of these strategies in cross-cul-
tural contexts and generate propositions to reflect differences in the effectiveness of 
the strategies in collectivist versus individualist cultures. 
T he challenge of managing interpersonal and resource-based conflict in organiza-tions has been well documented (e.g. Amason and Schweiger, 1997; Jehn, 1995; 
Rahim, 2001). However, an even more complex, intense and disruptive type of con-
flict seems to be emerging in the workplace as a significant challenge for organiza-
tional leaders. Identity-based conflicts, involving disputes over the intrinsic value of 
the social groups with which individuals identify, often originate outside of the work 
context, but they emerge as workers from various identity groups in conflict attempt 
to work together. The conflicts embedded in society literally spillover into the organi-
zation influencing work processes and practices. In this paper, we begin to illuminate 
the unique challenges leaders face in attempting to prevent identity-based conflicts 
from emerging and escalating. 
Our work is based on a review of the literature and illustrated with examples from 
interviews with leaders conducted as part of a pilot study. Based on an examination 
of literature in the areas of intergroup conflict, workplace diversity, and social iden-
tity theory, we identified the critical constructs and models applicable to this leadership 
challenge. In the first part of this paper, we discuss four strategies identified by the so-
cial identity literature: decategorization, recategorization, subcategorization and cross-
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cutting. In the second part, we discuss the relationship of these strategies to cultural dif-
ferences. In doing so, we have identified a critical gap in the current literature. To date, 
there has been very little discussion of the role of cultural context in determining an ap-
propriate and effective leadership strategy for preventing conflict between social iden-
tity groups. Therefore, our unique contribution to the leadership literature based on this 
multidisciplinary literature review is to offer research propositions for future work in 
this area as well as identify potential “blind spots” such as the importance of taking cul-
tural factors into account when managing social identity conflict in the workplace. 
In addition to reviewing the literature, we spoke with 24 individuals in leadership 
positions in various countries to get their first hand accounts of what it is like to lead 
in the context of very salient social identity group differences. These stories are used 
in the paper for illustrative purposes only. Drawn from nine different countries, the 
interviewee accounts bring to life constructs discussed in the literature. 
The leadership challenge 
For decades now, researchers have been predicting that globalization, increased 
technology, civil rights legislation and changing demographics would create new 
challenges for leaders who must manage a diverse workforce (e.g. Chrobot-Mason, 
2003; Jackson, 1992; Morrison, 1992). All of these factors have significantly increased 
the likelihood that workers from both genders, various nationalities and ethnic back-
grounds, multiple races, and a variety of religions will be required to work together. 
Robert House and Global Leadership (2004) argue that organizations must con-
sider cultural differences as the globalization of business continues to increase. He 
states that “as economic borders come down, cultural barriers go up, thus presenting 
new challenges and opportunities in business. When cultures come into contact, they 
may converge on some aspects, but their idiosyncrasies will likely amplify” (House 
and Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness Research Program, 
2004: 5). In this paper, we examine conflicts that emerge due to historically deep-
rooted boundaries and tensions between social identity groups, which create unprec-
edented leadership challenges in today’s workplace. 
Social identity conflicts can be distinguished from interpersonal disagreements by 
the nature of the causal attributions made by the disputants and by the amplification of the event 
to a larger collective (Simon and Klandermans, 2001). In other words, a disagreement may 
begin between two people but in a social identity conflict, at least one party attributes 
causality to the social identity and intergroup history of the players, not to individual 
differences. When at least one party attributes a conflict event to race, gender, religion, 
sexual orientation, nationality or ethnicity, and takes sides based on their own race, gen-
der, religion, sexual orientation, nationality, or ethnicity, this is a social identity conflict. 
Friedman and Davidson (2001) contend that it is important to consider iden-
tity groups within a social power structure and that not all groups hold equal sta-
tus within a particular societal context. Whereas some social identity groups are priv-
ileged, others are systematically disadvantaged and hold a position of lower status 
and power within society. Due to the centrality of social identity, its importance to 
the development of a healthy self-concept, and the inequalities that exist between so-
cial identity groups in most societies, social identity conflicts are charged with emo-
tion, difficult to resolve and often intractable. “When identities are intertwined with 
shared ideologies, the stakes in a conflict are much greater and the costs of reaching a 
resolution are much higher than for conflicts not rooted in group membership” (Put-
nam and Wondolleck, 2003: 43). In general, intergroup conflict emerges either as a re-
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sult of competition over scarce resources or a reaction to a perceived threat posed by 
an “evil other” (Himes, 1980; Katz, 1964; Rothman, 1997). Unlike resource or interest-
based types of conflict which are typically well-defined and may be resolved through 
compromise, identity-based conflicts involve disputes over the intrinsic value of the 
social group with which individuals strongly identify, and consequently the individ-
ual’s own value is at stake (Cavey, 2000; Hicks, 2001). As a result of the importance of 
the conflict to the essence of the individual’s existential value, these conflicts are usu-
ally resistant to resolution and can quickly escalate (Putnam and Wondolleck, 2003). 
To illustrate these phenomena in the workplace, let us draw from an interview 
conducted in Mozambique. The story involves tension between Portuguese and Af-
ricans in a large multinational corporation. In the organization, the Portuguese still 
hold the majority of positions of power. For five centuries, Mozambique was a Portu-
guese colony. Liberation from Portugal took place in 1975 after a protracted war. This 
was followed by a civil war, famine and severe economic problems. Mozambique be-
came a democracy with the 1990 constitution, giving rights to all. Racial tensions re-
flect this legacy of colonization and slavery. In addition, Mozambique has been drawn 
into the struggles against white rule in South Africa and Rhodesia. 
The interviewee tells the story of a black receptionist who is approached by the 
wife of a white, Portuguese expatriate senior director. The white woman asks to see 
her husband, which violates a corporate policy forbidding employees to receive per-
sonal visits during work hours. The black receptionist refers to the policy and refuses 
the visit, which angers the white woman. She proceeds to phone her husband, who 
then angrily approaches the receptionist, yelling at her and using racial slurs to deni-
grate her. The interviewee then tells how the conflict escalates as black employees ap-
proach the white director to tell him he was wrong. The white director then proceeds 
to write a memo. to another white senior vice president, who punishes the black re-
ceptionist for her behavior. The conflict continues to escalate even further as another 
black staff member (a cleaner) takes the story to the media and the labor authorities. 
Eventually, the department of foreign affairs intervenes. The interviewee describes 
this conflict as the “tip of the iceberg” rather than an isolated event because there is a 
longstanding history of conflict between these two groups ever since the time the Por-
tuguese ruled Mozambique. This story clearly depicts how a societal conflict between 
two identity groups can spill over into the work context such that group members be-
gin to take sides and attribute the cause of the conflict to negative intergroup history 
rather than an isolated disagreement between two individuals. 
To summarize, leaders face a unique challenge when members of social identity 
groups who have historically been deeply divided by race, ethnicity, religion, social 
class, region, etc. come together in the workplace and are divided as a result of some 
dispute in which the cause is attributed to social identity differences and the dispute 
is then amplified to a larger collective. In the next section, we review literature on So-
cial Identity Theory (SIT), inter-group anxiety, faultlines and conflict escalation, to il-
lustrate further the challenges leaders face when attempting to resolve a social iden-
tity conflict at work. 
Literature review 
Social identity theory 
Psychological theory and research suggest that people tend to have strong needs for 
both inclusion and differentiation (Brewer and Brown, 1998). Belonging to social groups 
seems to satisfy both needs by allowing the individual to belong to some larger collec-
2014   Ch r o b o t-Mas o n e t al. i n Int. J .  of Hum a n Re s ou R c e ma na g em ent  18 (2007) 
tive as well as distinguishing oneself from members of other groups. Social identity the-
ory may be used as a basis for understanding the positive and negative outcomes that 
result when members of different identity groups interact. Social identity theory pre-
sumes that an individual’s self-concept is derived from membership in a social group 
together with the psychosocial value and emotional significance attached to that mem-
bership (Turner and Giles, 1981). The theory suggests that individuals engage in a cog-
nitive process in which they classify themselves and others into categories or groups. 
This categorization process serves two functions: (a) it provides individuals with a sys-
tematic means of defining others, and (b) the individual is able to define him- or herself 
within the social environment (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). In general, these theories sug-
gest that people evaluate the social groups to which they belong as positive and are mo-
tivated to maintain such evaluations in order to preserve a favorable self-image. 
Inter-group anxiety
The historical legacy of conflict between identity groups may strongly influence the 
extent to which conflict emerges in the workplace. For example, the intensity and du-
ration of previous conflicts may influence the emergence of continued conflict between 
identity groups. This phenomenon, known as intergroup anxiety (Stephan and Stephan, 
1985), is created by three sets of factors: prior intergroup relations (e.g. the amount and 
conditions of prior contact); prior intergroup cognitions (e.g. knowledge of the out-
group, stereotypes, prejudice, expectations and perceptions of dissimilarity); and situa-
tional factors that characterize the intergroup interaction (e.g. amount of structure, type 
of interdependence, group composition, relative status). The anxiety stems from the an-
ticipation of negative consequences or comparisons as a result of having been in contact 
with the other group (Fisher, 1990; Stephan and Stephan, 1985). Consequences of inter-
group anxiety may include avoidance of intergroup interaction, information process-
ing biases (e.g. seeking information to confirm existing stereotypes), heightened emo-
tional responses to outgroup members (e.g. overreaction to even slight provocations) 
and stronger positive ingroup bias that results from a perceived threat to self-esteem, all 
of which may increase the likelihood of identity-based conflict (Stephan and Stephan, 
1985). Intergroup anxiety thus can be a primer for conflict within the organization and 
the more entrenched and historically volatile intergroup relations have been in the past, 
the more difficult it will be for the leader to bridge differences and manage social iden-
tity conflict effectively. In our previous example, the political history of the conflict be-
tween Portugal and Mozambique resulted in a generalized distrust between these two 
groups, serving as a primer for conflict within the organization. 
Faultlines
Identity group representation or composition within the workplace may serve to 
“activate” or evoke categorization and thus increase the potential for conflict between 
identity groups. Lau and Murnighan (1998) proposed a concept they call faultlines to 
examine the underlying patterns of group member characteristics that can be an im-
portant determinant of subgroup conflict. “Group faultlines are hypothetical dividing 
lines that may split a group into subgroups based on one or more attributes” (Lau and 
Murnighan, 1998: 328). Gender faultlines, for example, divide a work group’s mem-
bers into male and female subgroups. 
Faultlines in work groups are similar to faultlines in the earth’s crust in that group 
members’ many demographic dimensions resemble multiple layers, they may go un-
noticed without the presence of external forces, and strong faultlines provide an op-
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portunity for work groups to crack open, revealing the importance of their attributes. 
Faultlines may be activated by topics, issues or events that make certain social iden-
tities particularly salient (see Powell and Taylor, 1998, for an example). For example, 
affirmative action issues may activate racial divisions, political reform debates may 
activate liberal and conservative identities, and gender faultlines may be activated 
when workplace sexual harassment is discussed. However, recent research suggests 
that communication in work groups with strong faultlines may prove problematic 
even when the group’s task and faultlines are unrelated (Lau and Murnighan, 2005). 
In other words, the mere presence of these social identity differences can make team-
work difficult. 
The faultlines model (Lau and Murnighan, 1998) provides a useful analogy for 
understanding the challenges that leaders of demographic diversity must confront. 
When faultlines exist within the organization because of diversity, there is significant 
potential for social identity groups to polarize (Simon and Klandermans, 2001; Weth-
erell, 1987) such that battle lines will be drawn along those faultlines and work may 
be negatively impacted. Returning to our Mozambique example, it is easy to see how 
the intergroup anxiety between the Portuguese and Mozambicans sets the stage for 
group polarization and the racial slur activated the faultline between whites of Portu-
guese ancestry and blacks of African ancestry in the organization. In situations where 
there is a long history of distrust and contempt between groups in the society and in-
tergroup anxiety is high, the mere presence of these faultlines may pose problems for 
the leader. For example, in Israel where there is a long and deeply rooted history of 
intense conflict between Palestinians and Israelis, faultlines in an organization might 
easily erupt into social identity based conflicts. One of our interviewees told a story 
about a strong Israeli/Palestinian faultline in a hospital workforce. The interviewee 
described the work environment as one in which the underlying conflict and tension 
was ever-present. In less extreme situations, for example where intergroup anxiety is 
moderate, faultlines in the organization may be activated by an external event that oc-
curs in the society or an event occurring inside the organization, which serves to make 
identity group differences and intergroup anxiety salient and thus leads to group po-
larization. Once group polarization occurs, the scope of the leadership challenge de-
pends largely on the extent to which the conflict escalates or dissipates. 
Conflict escalation
The process of escalation is well documented in the conflict literature. Northrup 
(1989) outlines a series of stages (threat, distortion, rigidification and collusion) in 
which he describes the role of identity in conflict escalation. During the first stage, an 
event occurs that is perceived as invalidating to the core sense of identity for group(s) 
involved, which is experienced as a serious threat. In the second stage, distortion, 
group members attempt to psychologically respond to the threat, often by denying 
or redefining the incident in order to maintain the core sense of identity. In the third 
stage, rigidification, perceptions of threat increase resulting in greater polarization 
where ingroup/outgroup distinctions become increasingly exaggerated and rigid, 
and dehumanization may result. During the final stage, parties collude in maintain-
ing the conflict and the conflict becomes institutionalized such that the social identity 
of the group becomes interwoven with the conflict itself. At least some of these stages 
of conflict are apparent in our Mozambique example, beginning with the racial slur 
that is experienced as a threat by black employees, followed by greater polarization 
and intergroup distinctions as both black and white employees begin to take sides 
and involve others at higher levels in the organization. 
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Leading across social identity differences
When social identity conflicts emerge in the workplace, it seems that organiza-
tional members turn to leaders for help. In this paper, we define leaders as individ-
uals with formal organizational authority who engage in processes and actions that 
lead to shared direction, alignment and commitment (O’Connor and Quinn, 2004; 
Van Velsor and McCauley, 2004). Employees expect leaders, persons with formal au-
thority, to intervene when social identity conflicts emerge. One of our interviewees il-
lustrates this point by saying, “They look to us as the leadership of the program to 
create an environment that lessens that struggle, lessens that conflict.” Leaders’ reac-
tions to identity-based conflicts have the potential to either de-escalate the conflict sit-
uation or polarize social identity groups even further. Therefore, the role of the leader 
in such situations is particularly important. However, the leadership literature sug-
gests that the role of the leader is particularly challenging, given that he/she is also a 
member of one of the social identity groups. 
Haslam (2001) proposes that a particular group member will be perceived as pro-
totypical of his/her group to the extent that the person is similar to members of his/
her own group and different from members of other groups. Turner (1987) suggests 
that the group member who is most likely to exercise leadership and exert influence is 
the one who represents the strongest in-group prototype; that is, the one who is most 
representative of the shared social identity of the group. Research suggests that lik-
ing, or attraction, increases compliance with requests (Berscheid and Reis, 1998). The 
most prototypical person is able to influence because he or she is socially attractive to 
the other group members who are thus more likely to agree and comply with sugges-
tions. Further, a cycle results in which the ability of the leader to influence the group 
increases as the attributions of leadership made by others increase. Through their com-
pliance, the group publicly endorses the leader, imbues him or her with greater status 
and prestige, and thus increases the leader’s power to influence (Hogg, 2001). In a con-
flict situation social identity becomes more salient (Tsui and Gutek, 1999) and mem-
bers can be expected to confer leadership increasingly on those whom they perceive to 
best embody the position of their ingroup (Fielding and Hogg, 1997; Hogg, 1996). 
Literature review summary and workplace implications 
Based on the literature review and the interviews we conducted, we believe social 
identity conflicts are manifested in the work context in the following way. Anxiety 
between social identity groups exists in society due to historical and deeply rooted 
tensions. One of the few places in which these groups are forced to interact is the 
workplace. Faultlines that exist within the organization or within work teams become 
activated when external forces (e.g. identity conflict in society) make subgroup dis-
tinctions highly salient. Group members “collide” when they find themselves having 
to work together on the same team or within the same organization. The anxiety and 
conflict originating in society has the potential to spill over into the organization (Lau 
and Murnighan, 1998; Simon and Klandermans, 2001), particularly when an event ac-
tivates faultlines in the organization and social identity differences become salient. 
Initially a conflict may erupt between two individuals, but if at least one party 
attributes the conflict to social identity group differences that resonate with histori-
cal tensions between groups and involve other people, the conflict becomes a social 
identity intergroup conflict. The higher the intergroup anxiety that currently exists 
because of the history of conflict between the two groups, the more likely it is that es-
calation will occur and people will begin to take sides. Escalation occurs as groups 
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increasingly begin to polarize (i.e. in-group/out-group distinctions become more sa-
lient) and as attempts to communicate and/or resolve the conflict fail. When at least 
one group appears unwilling to change or acknowledge a problem and the other 
group is unwilling to concede, conflict resolution is likely to fail. Group members be-
gin to involve outsiders (e.g. union representatives, the media) or attempt to push the 
issue up the chain of command within the organization. 
Leadership intervention could occur at multiple points in time as the conflict es-
calates and more people become involved. Interventions may take the form of pre-
ventative or reactive measures. Preventative measures include actions taken to reduce 
the likelihood of conflict erupting or escalating and measures to reduce the poten-
tial negative impact of a future conflict. Reactive measures refer to those decisions 
made in the moment to ameliorate a conflict as it unfolds. Reactive measures may in-
clude apologies, group dialogue, separation of groups, education, coaching, punish-
ments, etc. The earlier in the escalation cycle the leader can intervene, the more likely 
it is that conflict will be mitigated and negative implications for productivity and em-
ployee satisfaction will be minimized. In the next section, we review four strategies to 
prevent identity group conflicts based on Social Identity Theory: decategorization, re-
categorization, subcategorization and crosscutting. 
Overcoming identity-based conflict 
Perhaps one of the most well known and oldest strategies for reducing intergroup 
conflict is the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954). The contact hypothesis states that 
interaction between groups will improve intergroup relations under specific condi-
tions. Some of the conditions that should promote more positive attitudes among 
majority group members (Devine and Vasquez, 1998) include: (a) contact between 
people of equal status; (b) co-operative rather than competitive interactions; (c) in-
stitutional support such that those in positions of authority endorse integration; (d) 
positive outcomes of contact; (e) contact between similarly competent others; and (f) 
contact with a non-stereotypic other. Although numerous studies have shown that 
intergroup contact under such conditions can reduce stereotyping, bias, and discrim-
ination (Stephan, 1987), the contact hypothesis has serious practical limitations in 
that these conditions are extremely difficult to achieve in real-world intergroup situ-
ations (Devine and Vasquez, 1998). However, early research on the contact hypoth-
esis served as a springboard to the development of several categorization strategies 
based on social identity theory (Brown, 2000). Social Identity Theory predicts that 
individuals classify themselves and others into social categories creating in-group/
out-group distinctions that often lead to in-group bias, negative affect toward out-
group members, and intergroup conflict. Researchers thus began to consider the ap-
plication of social categorization processes to create the opposite effects and reduce 
bias and intergroup conflict. 
Decategorization proposes that contact will be most effective when interactions 
between individuals are not category-based, but rather person-based (Brewer and 
Miller, 1984). Interactions should be structured to reduce the salience of category 
membership and allow participants the opportunity to get to know out-group mem-
bers as individuals, to disconfirm stereotypes and perceptions of the out-group as ho-
mogeneous. In decategorization, personal identity is emphasized and group identity 
is de-emphasized. Research on decategorization has shown that personalization can 
alter intergroup stereotypes, but does not always reduce prejudice, perhaps because 
positive interpersonal experiences do not necessarily generalize to attitudes toward 
the whole group (Brewer and Brown, 1998). 
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Using a person-based leadership strategy is consistent with several related the-
ories. For example, transformational leadership theory suggests that a key compo-
nent of effective leadership is individualized consideration, in which the leader con-
siders individual hopes, abilities, needs and goals, listens to individuals attentively, 
and fosters their development by coaching, teaching and advising (Avolio and Bass, 
1995; Bass, 1997). The leader-member exchange (LMX) theory of leadership (Graen 
and Uhl-Bien, 1995) recommends that leaders relate to each follower as a unique in-
dividual. In Pettigrew’s (1998) theory of the contact process, organizational members 
who are afforded the opportunity to get to know dissimilar colleagues as individuals 
rather than as members of the out-group may be more likely to develop close ties and 
empathy towards each other. The existing literature on social identity conflict, in ad-
dition to these related theories, supports the idea that decategorization can help to re-
duce social identity conflict. 
Organizations using a decategorization strategy may try to promote positive expe-
riences in a variety of ways. One simple way is with social gatherings or parties that 
include members of diverse social identity groups and provide employees with op-
portunities to get to know one another as individuals. Organizations may also im-
plement decategorization strategies through the formal structure by creating an en-
vironment supportive of collegial relationships. Organizational tasks and reward 
structures may be configured to encourage mutually collegial relationships (Brickson, 
2000). One of the interviews from a South African bank provides an example – a man-
ager encouraging the black majority and the white minority to socialize at company 
events for the purpose of learning how to better get along with one another. 
Recategorization also attempts to alter group member perceptions of group bound-
aries, but suggests that this should be accomplished by creating a common or super-
ordinate category in which both in-group and out-group members belong. Known 
as the common in-group identity model (Gaertner et al., 1993), this intervention is 
designed to minimize attention to category differences by creating a new inclusive 
group identity (Brewer and Brown, 1998). In a review of the literature, Dovidio et al. 
(2001: 433) conclude that recategorization of a person as an in-group member rather 
than as an out-group member has been demonstrated to produce greater perceptions 
of shared beliefs, to facilitate empathic arousal and to reduce blame for negative out-
comes. They argue that “recategorization reduces bias by extending the benefits of 
in-group favoritism to former out-group members.” Recently, Lau and Murnighan 
(2005) suggest that when strong faultiness exists, group members might require com-
mon goals or integrative tasks to overcome their divisive subgroup structures. 
For example, one interviewee spoke about an environmental school in Israel that 
brings together Israeli and Palestinian teens to work together on preserving common 
natural resources. In essence, the participants are taught to recategorize each other 
as stewards of a shared natural resource. Another interviewee described how mem-
bers from rival gangs worked together to carry food and medical supplies to a shel-
ter housing victims from a natural disaster. Non-profit organizations often use their 
mission to “save the world (or a part of it)” as a recategorization strategy. They em-
phasize that different groups are in this world together. In for profit organizations, 
concepts such as market share, winning the war for talent, and profits are often used 
to create a super-ordinate organizational goal. Tsui and Gutek (1999) suggest that 
one way to create a superordinate category in the workplace is to increase the sa-
lience, relevance, and importance of belonging to the organization as a social cate-
gory for all organizational members. Thus, the organization itself becomes the all in-
clusive identity group. 
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The subcategorization strategy argues that intergroup contact should be structured 
so that members of both groups have distinct but complementary roles to contribute 
toward a common goal (Hewstone and Brown, 1986). Ideally, this approach allows 
members of both groups to meet the need for distinctiveness, but also work together 
in a cooperative fashion to accomplish a goal. Dovidio et al. (1998) found that when 
two groups were equal in status but contributed different experiences or expertise to 
the task, bias was eliminated. The authors conclude that group differentiation and su-
per-ordinate goals may in fact complement each other by recognizing and drawing 
from both group differences and group commonalities. 
Haslam and Ellemers (2005) argue subcategorization works best by first allowing 
subgroup members to engage in activities that promote identity and then bring dif-
ferent groups together to build a super-ordinate understanding. Haslam et al. (2003) 
have offered a process model to be used in organizational contexts. In the first stage 
of their model, organizations identify which social identities employees use to define 
themselves collectively. In the second phase, subgroup caucusing, relevant subgroups 
within the organization develop goals that are relevant to their identities before com-
ing together as a super-ordinate group. A series of experimental studies by Eggins 
and colleagues demonstrated that more positive outcomes occurred when subgroups 
were provided the opportunity to caucus prior to coming together as a large group 
than when subgroups were not given these opportunities (Eggins et al., 2002). 
One practice illustrating this strategy is the use of affinity groups in organiza-
tions (Jayne and Dipboye, 2004). Many large organizations have formal networks in-
tended to recognize the distinctiveness of a particular social identity group. For exam-
ple, there are groups for women and for the non-dominant racial or ethnic groups in 
the society. Organizational members given the opportunity to have voice and input as 
members of a particular social identity group or groups, and at the same time contrib-
ute and identify with the super-ordinate goals of the organization may be examples of 
the subcategorization strategy in practice. 
Finally, Brewer (1995) argues that social categorizations external to the organization 
become problematic when they are equated with organizational subcategories. For ex-
ample, social categories often overlap with functional groups within the organization 
such that employees may be categorized as male executives and female clerical staff, 
or white supervisors and black assembly line workers. Brewer (1995) suggests the use 
of crosscutting to minimize this problem and reduce intergroup conflict. This strategy 
involves systematically or randomly crossing work group roles with category mem-
bership. The thinking behind this strategy is that if social identity and function do not 
co-vary, then it is less likely that disruptive incidents that occur between people in the 
workplace will be attributed to social identity group membership. However, there are 
practical considerations in applying crosscutting strategies that limit its use. This strat-
egy requires all employees to be qualified to work across all levels and functions within 
the organization and this suggests equal access to educational opportunities in society. 
For example, consider an organization in South Africa described by Booysen 
(2005). In accordance with the South African constitution, this organization is trying 
to shift the distribution of occupations such that black Africans and Afrikaners engage 
in similar jobs in an organization. In this case, it is not working well because the skill 
sets of the two groups are not sufficiently similar. Pre-Apartheid educational strate-
gies have made it difficult to use a crosscutting strategy in the post-Apartheid world. 
Although it may be difficult to use a crosscutting strategy when educational opportu-
nities have been unequal, crosscutting may be highly effective in virtual work teams. 
Virtual teams composed of members who are geographically dispersed may be a way 
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crosscutting role assignments because they encourage networked structures and col-
laborative approaches to task completion among a large enough pool of workers to al-
low for an appropriate mix of skill level and social identity group membership (Arm-
strong and Cole, 1995). In one of our interviews, we learned of a crosscutting group in 
the US that was viewed by the organization as extremely successful. This group, com-
posed of employees at all levels, social identity groups, and functions, acted in an ad-
visory capacity to the HR Director with regard to benefits and other HR practices and 
policies. Creating this group served to reduce boundaries between the social identity 
groups and increased intergroup interaction. 
What is a leader to do? 
In the Mozambique example, the individual with the formal authority to deal with 
the situation is the white Senior Vice President who punished the black receptionist for 
her behavior. This caused the conflict to escalate and brought in the attention of the me-
dia and the government. What might have been a more effective course of action for the 
organization? Would any of the strategies drawn from the literature on self-categoriza-
tion been of help in this collectivistic environment (Jackson, 2003)? Would implementa-
tion of these strategies have helped prevent the conflict in the first place? 
Looking at the literature review from the perspective of this example illumi-
nates a major omission in the current literature on resolving identity-based conflicts 
in the workplace, namely, a lack of consideration of the effectiveness of these strate-
gies within various cultures or in culturally heterogeneous work groups. As societal-
driven social identity conflict in the workplace is an international issue reflecting the 
local cultural-historical context, we propose that it is essential that leaders consider 
the cultural context in which they are attempting to bridge social identity differences 
(Kim et al., 2004; Triandis, 1996). Would these strategies, articulated largely by Amer-
ican, British and Australian authors, work in a more collectivistic environment such 
as sub-Saharan Africa? In fact, we consider the lack of understanding about the cross-
cultural appropriateness of the different strategies to be a significant gap in the exist-
ing literature and propose that certain strategies may be ineffective and counter pro-
ductive in some cultures. 
For example, consider this story of an organizational leader on an expatriate as-
signment in Zambia who unknowingly hired mostly members of the dominant tribe. 
Although none of her subordinates directly confronted her about this, she learned in-
directly through conversation that some subordinates considered her a “tribalist.” 
The interviewee who was British chose to handle this by approaching the head of the 
department in which she had done the hiring and subtly tried to show her ignorance 
of tribes by letting him know indirectly that she had no intent to favor the dominant 
tribe. When asked why she chose this strategy, she said that although her immediate 
reaction as a “Brit” would be to tell someone “hey this is nonsense, this has to stop”, 
and confront the issue directly, she chose to handle the situation differently. “In Zam-
bia you just don’t tackle things head on . . . . You need time to talk around the point 
rather than directly at the point.” This example illustrates the need to consider the 
cultural context when examining effective leadership strategies for dealing with iden-
tity based conflicts in the workplace. 
We predict that organizations may experience social identity conflicts in a variety 
of contexts in which cultural differences must be considered. For example, a leader 
from one culture who is asked to lead organizational members from another culture 
may adopt a strategy considered unacceptable or inappropriate within the followers’ 
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culture. This may happen when a leader from a multinational firm assumes an expa-
triate assignment or becomes the leader of a multinational virtual team. Organiza-
tional problems may also arise when employees from different cultures with a history 
of intergroup conflict or tension are forced to work together, (e.g. creation of multina-
tional firms, through mergers and acquisitions, outsourcing, new markets, etc.) and 
the leader finds him/herself faced with competing expectations of acceptable leader-
ship practices. 
Therefore, in the remaining sections of this paper, we discuss cultural values that 
may affect employee perceptions of the effectiveness of leadership strategies and pres-
ent research propositions reflecting the moderating role of culture in the effectiveness 
of various leadership strategies to overcome identity based conflicts. 
Cultural values At the societal level, values may be defined as shared, abstract 
ideas of good and desirable goals that serve as guiding principles for human behav-
ior and that are expressed in the way social institutions (e.g. organizations) operate 
and function (Williams, 1968; Schwartz, 1999). The “average value priorities of soci-
etal members reflect the central thrust of their shared enculturation, independent of 
individual differences due to unique experiences or heredity” (Smith and Schwartz, 
1997: 95). Societal-level cultural values reflect basic human issues that all societies 
must confront in order to regulate human activity—the relationship of the individ-
ual to the group, the response to uncertainty, the response to social inequality; the 
need to assure responsible social behavior; the balance between competition and ac-
tion versus co-operation and adaptation in response to the natural and social world, 
and the orientation to time—the short-term present versus the long-term future. A 
number of theories has been developed to identify, articulate and measure cultural 
values (e.g. Hofstede, 2001; House and Global Leadership and Organizational Be-
havior Effectiveness Research Program, 2004; Inglehart et al., 1998; Maznevski et 
al., 2002; Schwartz, 1990, 1999; Smith et al., 2002; Triandis, 1995; Trompenaars and 
Hampden-Turner, 1998) and there is a burgeoning literature discussing the merits 
of each. 
Within the literature on cultural values, the relationship of the individual to the 
group has received considerable attention (see Earley and Gibson, 1998; Gelfand et 
al., 2004; Kagitçibasi and Berry, 1989; Oyserman et al., 2002; Schwartz, 1994 for re-
views). Several theorists have examined the relationship between the individual and 
the group, including Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961), Hofstede (2001), House and 
Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness Research Program 
(2004), Triandis (1995), and Schwartz (1994). In this paper, we will focus our atten-
tion on the relationship between the individual and the group, as defined by the con-
structs of individualism and collectivism. 
There are some key concepts relating to individualism/collectivism that are par-
ticularly relevant to this paper. First, there are significant cultural differences in the 
salience of group membership and the number of groups with which an individual 
identifies. Members of collectivist societies identify strongly with fewer social iden-
tity groups and group membership is likely to be salient and relatively fixed (Su et 
al., 1999; Tsui and Gutek, 1999). Smith and Long (forthcoming) suggest compared to 
individualist cultures, attachments to core identities in collectivist cultures are less 
fluid and options for self-categorization will fluctuate less because group affiliations 
are non-negotiable in such cultures. Additionally, group categories represent greater 
meaning and importance in some societies than others. For example, in India, religion 
is strongly related to status and in China; the family is the primary basis of self-iden-
tity (Tsui and Gutek, 1999). 
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Second, members of collectivistic cultures are likely to make clearer distinctions 
between in-group and out-group members (Triandis, 1986). Chen et al., (1998) found 
evidence to suggest that people from individualistic cultures are mainly concerned 
with enhancing their personal sense of self and that in-group bias is based on peo-
ples’ desire for personal self-enhancement. In contrast, they found that in collectiv-
ist cultures, people exhibit in-group favoritism not as a means of enhancing their per-
sonal sense of self, but as an end in its own right. Triandis (1994) argues that conflict 
with out-groups is to be expected in collectivist cultures because collectivists tend to 
be self-sacrificing toward in-group members and generally exploitative toward out-
group members. Brewer (2001) also argues that intergroup comparisons will be less 
competitive in societies where individuals may ascribe to a variety of social identities, 
and thus have multiple avenues for meeting needs for inclusion and distinctiveness. 
Finally, it is worth noting that collectivist cultures often develop in countries with 
relatively homogenous populations and, as a result, are likely to have homogenous or-
ganizations. However, such settings are not the area of interest for this paper, since we 
are concerned with social identity conflicts that occur as the result of employee interac-
tions between ingroup and outgroup members (i.e. diverse social identity group inter-
actions). Such conflict is likely to occur when there is at least a minimal level of hetero-
geneity in the organization. As a result, our discussions will focus on organizational 
settings in which employees from a diverse range of social identity groups meet each 
other, including some that may have a history of conflict within the larger society. 
In the next section, we examine the impact of cultural differences on leader effec-
tiveness in managing identity-based conflicts using the four strategies based on social 
identity theory. We will offer propositions to suggest that these strategies may be met 
with significant resistance and prove ineffective in certain cultural contexts. We rely 
on arguments from the cross-cultural literature which suggest that members of col-
lectivist cultures hold an interdependent self-construal and members of individualist 
cultures hold an independent self-construal (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Cultural 
differences in self-construals equate to an emphasis on unique individual character-
istics, attributes, and preferences for individualistic cultures, and an emphasis on the 
group for collectivist cultures, in which the self becomes meaningful and complete 
only when it is considered in relationship to the collective. We also rely on arguments 
from the cross-cultural literature, which suggest that in-group/out-group distinctions 
and boundaries are more salient and less fluid in collectivist cultures than individual-
ist cultures (Erez and Earley, 1993). This cultural distinction becomes important when 
leaders attempt to utilize categorization strategies that, by definition, focus on shifting 
ingroup/outgroup distinctions. 
Decategorization 
In the organizational literature, there has been a call for leaders of diverse work 
groups to purposefully engage in a leadership style that emphasizes decategoriza-
tion, or person-based interactions rather than group-based interactions (Brickson and 
Brewer, 2001; Scandura and Lankau, 1996). Leaders using this strategy may focus their 
efforts on activities that emphasize individual identity and deemphasize group iden-
tity such as sponsoring events that encourage employees from different social identity 
groups to become acquainted with one another more personally or role modeling this 
strategy by taking time to interact personally with employees as unique individuals. 
The strategy of decategorization is explicitly an individual focused approach since 
it strives to de-emphasize group social identity. Therefore, this strategy is consistent 
with the “normative imperative” in individualist cultures to express one’s unique at-
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tributes and characteristics (Markus and Kitayama, 1991) and the emphasis placed on 
differences among employees in individualist cultures (Gelfand et al., 2004). In con-
trast, the preference in collectivist cultures is to express oneself in relation to others, 
interdependent with the larger collective group, and to place emphasis on the com-
monalities among organizational members. Although employees in collectivist soci-
eties tend to be highly relationship oriented and some researchers have found that 
personalized leadership strategies will be effective in collectivist cultures because of 
the preference for a relational self-concept (see Hogg et al., 2005), this strategy will 
likely only be effective with in-group members. Leadership strategies that attempt to 
promote and foster stronger relational ties with out-group members, particularly out-
group members with whom there is a history of conflict and tension will be met with 
strong resistance in collectivist cultures. 
Hofstede (2001: 229) argues that, “In a collectivist culture, who one’s friends are 
is predetermined by existing group ties; in an individualist society, friendships have 
to be specifically cultivated.” Relationships between colleagues in collectivist cultures 
depend on whether the colleagues are seen as a member of the ingroup versus the 
outgroup. Colleagues who are ingroup members are treated as family members and 
cooperation is expected, however, outgroup members are often treated with hostil-
ity (Hofstede, 2001: 244). Triandis (1989) has argued that in-group/out-group distinc-
tions are vitally important in collectivist cultures and that the subjective boundary of 
one’s ingroup may be narrower in collectivist cultures. There is evidence to suggest 
that compared to Americans, Chinese show a greater tendency to fight with or avoid 
members of out-groups (Triandis et al., 1990). 
In contrast, collegial relationships in individualistic cultures may be characterized as 
more independent of group identity, making it less likely that the strategy of decategori-
zation would be threatening to employees. Leaders attempting to mitigate social identity 
conflict in collectivist cultures or with organizational members from collectivist cultures 
may experience significant resistance toward any strategy that attempts to de-emphasize 
group ties and familial-like relationships with coworkers and fosters or attempts to force 
personal relationships with outgroup members (members from social identity groups in 
which there is a history of tension and anxiety). This may be perceived as a threat to ex-
isting and valued ingroup/outgroup distinctions in collectivist cultures. 
Proposition 1: Culture will moderate the negative relationship between de-
categorization and social identity conflict. Specifically, the decategorization 
strategy will be more effective at reducing social identity conflict with mem-
bers of individualist cultures than members of collectivist cultures. 
Recategorization 
A recategorization strategy may be employed by a leader who attempts to use 
charisma and visionary leadership to evoke a higher sense of purpose (Bass, 1985) 
or to create a common enemy and thus facilitate an inclusive or super-ordinate iden-
tity among group members. Hogg and Terry (2000) argue that an effective leadership 
strategy is to increase social attraction and solidarity within the organization or work 
group by focusing on inter-organizational competition and emphasizing desirable 
attributes of the organization to provide positive distinctiveness (e.g. the organiza-
tion’s competitors in the market become the outgroup). When implemented success-
fully, the development of a super-ordinate identity proposed by the recategorization 
strategy may have very positive benefits. The creation of a common, inclusive, or su-
per-ordinate identity involved in the recategorization strategy is consistent with the 
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interdependent self-construal held by members of collectivist cultures. Members of 
collectivist cultures who hold more interdependent self-construals are motivated not 
by achieving separateness, but rather by serving the collective and thus more fully 
realizing one’s connectedness (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). The GLOBE study con-
trasts cultures that are high on collectivism and individualism, suggesting collectiv-
ists emphasize relatedness with groups and are likely to put group goals ahead of 
personal goals (Gelfand et al., 2004). In collectivist societies, social units with common 
fate, common goals, and common values are centralized (Oyserman et al., 2002). 
In contrast to decategorization, the emphasis on making a new more inclusive so-
cial identity salient makes recategorization fundamentally a collective process where 
new group boundaries are developed or boundaries that are more inclusive are en-
couraged and strengthened. Furthermore, conformity has been found to be higher in 
nations high on collectivism (Bond and Smith, 1996) and the leader is expected to play 
a paternalistic role and guide subordinate actions (Hofstede, 1980), therefore, mem-
bers of collectivist cultures will likely conform to the super-ordinate goals set by the 
leader and/or organization. Assuming the super-ordinate identity is not perceived as 
a threat to existing social identity groups, we predict that employees from collectiv-
istic cultures will generally be more receptive to this strategy because a collective ap-
proach encourages employees to look beyond their individual identities and needs 
and place the needs of the organization in the forefront. The practice of identifying 
with a larger group is consistent with the values of collectivist cultures, unlike the 
preferences of employees from more individualistic cultures in which greater empha-
sis and value is placed on distinguishing oneself from others. 
Proposition 2: Culture will moderate the negative relationship between re-
categorization and social identity conflict. Specifically, recategorization will 
be a more effective strategy for reducing social identity conflict with mem-
bers of collectivist cultures than members of individualist cultures. 
Although in general, members of collectivist cultures will likely be more accept-
ing of the recategorization strategy because it emphasizes the goals of the collective, 
there are circumstances in which recategorization would likely be met with resistance 
in collectivist cultures and acceptance in individualist cultures. For example, Haslam 
and Ellemers (2005) point out that the goal of the recategorization strategy is to en-
courage group members to cast aside their old group membership and embrace a 
new superordinate identity that is inclusive of members of both the in-group and out-
group. It might be argued that a leader’s attempts to unite employees through super-
ordinate goals from social identity groups with a deeply rooted history of conflict and 
high intergroup tension will be met with resistance by members of collectivist cul-
tures because in-group/outgroup distinctions are more salient, fixed, and imperme-
able than individualist cultures (Erez and Earley, 1993). However, we would argue 
that recategorization will likely be accepted by members of collectivist cultures if em-
ployees identify with the organization and view the leader as a legitimate authority 
figure and agent of the organization.* 
Sagiv and Schwartz (2000) contend that within collectivistic cultures, organiza-
tions function almost like extended families. Hofstede makes a similar argument, 
claiming that 
In a collectivist society, the workplace itself may become an ingroup in the emo-
tional sense of the word. … The relationship between employer and employee is 
seen in moral terms. It resembles a family relationship, with mutual obligations 
of protection in exchange for loyalty.                                         (Hofstede, 2001: 237) 
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Gelfand et al., (2004) suggest that in collectivist cultures, organizational mem-
bers view themselves as highly interdependent with the organization. They state that 
“generally speaking, the sharing of the employees’ identity with the organization 
would be so strong that the organization would become a part of members’ self-iden-
tity” (Gelfand et al., 2004: 446). When organizational identity is high and the organi-
zation is viewed as an extension of the family, as is typically the case in collectiv-
ist societies, then super-ordinate goals set by the organization or the organizational 
leader will be embraced by members of collectivist cultures even when some propor-
tion of employees in the work group or organization are viewed as social identity 
out-group members. 
Additionally, recategorization may prove effective with members of individual-
ist cultures to the extent that accomplishing super-ordinate goals yields individual 
rewards. As Haslam and Ellemers (2005) point out, people who primarily conceive 
of themselves as separate individuals can only be expected to direct their efforts to-
ward the achievement of collective goals when this affects their individual outcomes. 
Therefore, the recategorization strategy will generally be more effective with mem-
bers of collectivist cultures when the leader is perceived as a member of the in-group, 
and it will be more effective for members of individualistic cultures when collective 
and personal goals are congruent. 
Subcategorization 
Although there is support in the social identity literature for both the decatego-
rization and recategorization strategies, recent research suggests (see Haslam and 
Ellemers, 2005) that subcategorization is preferable because members of different 
social identity groups may identify with a super-ordinate identity that also incor-
porates subgroup differences. In fact, some scholars have argued that neither decat-
egorization nor recategorization will have long-lasting effects and are likely to in-
voke threat for nondominant groups, but that a third approach which integrates the 
two strategies will be more effective in reducing intergroup conflict. Subcategoriza-
tion (or the mutual intergroup differentiation model) involves the nesting of sub-
group identities within a super-ordinate identity (Hewstone and Brown, 1986). The 
goal is to structure intergroup contact so that members of both groups have dis-
tinct but complementary roles to contribute toward a common goal (Hewstone and 
Brown, 1986). 
Hornsey and Hogg (2000a: 143) present a model of subgroup relations in which 
they argue that “social harmony is most likely to be achieved by maintaining, not 
weakening, subgroup identities, provided they are nested within a coherent super-or-
dinate identity.” Their research (Hornsey and Hogg, 1999, 2000b) provides evidence 
to suggest that intergroup bias may be reduced when subgroup membership is part 
of a larger superordinate category. They also found that bias was strongest when only 
the super-ordinate category was made salient. Lau and Murnighan (2005) suggest that 
their research findings support the subcategorization strategy and imply that manag-
ers need to select tasks that take advantage of groups’ within-subgroup inclinations 
when strong faultlines exist in the workplace. 
Rather than give up their identities, or assimilate into a larger, dominant identity 
group, many diversity scholars have argued that organizations should adopt a multi-
cultural perspective for organizational integration so that members are not forced to 
sacrifice an important aspect of their identity in order to succeed in their jobs (Cox, 
1993: 60). This leadership strategy is a hybrid, seeking to draw on the stability of ex-
isting subcategories while unifying efforts within a larger super-ordinate identity 
that reaches across any existing social identities. As a result, we do not expect this ap-
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proach to be influenced systematically by either individualism or collectivism. This 
strategy allows both an interdependent and independent self-construal to exist and 
ideally rewards both. Additionally, we predict that perceived threat to identity will 
be low in both cultures. In collectivist cultures, perceived threat to the group will be 
low because organizational members are able to maintain their identity and are val-
ued for their contributions made based on this group membership. In individualist 
cultures, perceived threat to the individual will be low as long as individual self-inter-
ests are met in concert with meeting the collective interests of the group through col-
laboration to accomplish a common goal. 
Proposition 3: Culture will not moderate the negative relationship between 
subcategorization and social identity conflict. Subcategorization will be an ef-
fective strategy to reduce social identity conflict for members of both collec-
tivist and individualist cultures. 
The strategy of subcategorization provides a hybrid approach, preserving exist-
ing social identity groups while encouraging such groups to interact in a positive 
way. However, one major limitation of this approach is the conditions necessary for 
positive interaction, particularly if it is required that each group’s area of expertise is 
equally valued (Dovidio et al., 1998). We were unable to think of many examples in 
history of social identity groups in conflict that are both separate and equal. We pro-
pose that this strategy will be effective in reducing social identity conflict in either in-
dividualistic or collectivistic cultures; however, it will be most effective if social iden-
tity conflict is moderate. If social identity conflict or intergroup anxiety and tension 
is high and power and status differences between groups is high, this strategy seems 
unlikely to decrease conflict because it is unlikely that group members will be capable 
of valuing the others’ input. 
Cross-cutting 
Another strategy that leaders may explore to ensure that subgroup identities are val-
ued within the organization is the use of crosscutting. Brewer (1995) recommends cross-
cutting, systematically or randomly crossing work group roles with category member-
ship, to ensure adequate representation from various subgroups within the organization. 
So, for example, a project team or task force that may include representatives from var-
ious functional groups and levels of the organization should have approximately equal 
representation based on gender, race, religion, and other demographic attributes. The 
leader may facilitate the task force or create it and then leave the group to manage itself, 
in order to foster greater buy-in and communication across groups in conflict. 
In support of this approach, Marcus-Newhall et al. (1993) found that within cross-
cutting groups, group members were less likely to favor their own group on post-test 
ratings, and less likely to differentiate among the group categories than in groups that 
did not involve a crosscutting structure. Additionally, Bettencourt and Dorr (1998) re-
port that crosscutting role assignments decrease in-group bias of both minority and 
majority group members, compared to convergent role assignment. This strategy may 
be effective because it serves to reduce faultline strength within work groups. Lau 
and Murnighan (1998) argue that faultline strength will be strong with moderate lev-
els of diversity but weak with high levels of diversity. Crosscutting by design ensures 
highly diverse work groups. 
Although this strategy has proven to be successful in some organizational contexts 
within the United States, its use in more collectivistic cultures may be less effective. 
An assumption in restructuring the work group so that members of various social 
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identity groups and levels of the organization work together is that the task is of pri-
mary importance and that in-group/out-group distinctions will be of secondary im-
portance. However, as was mentioned above, in collectivist cultures, the personal re-
lationship prevails over the task and over the company (Hofstede, 2001). 
Furthermore, Hofstede writes that management in a collectivist culture is manage-
ment of groups. In collectivist cultures, structuring work groups such that ethnic or 
other ingroup members work together is considered an effective strategy to support 
work productivity (Hofstede, 2001: 45). Whereas in individualistic cultures, the com-
position of work groups is based on individual criteria and keeping in-group mem-
bers together is often unwanted and considered an ineffective managerial strategy. 
Harrison et al. (2000) provide evidence to suggest that organizational members in col-
lectivist cultures will have more difficulty “adjusting to frequent shifts in workgroup 
and team membership, where such shifts involve the disruption and disestablishment 
of pre-existing in-groups formed over extended periods of time and based on friend-
ship and other developed affiliations” (Harrison et al., 2000: 492). 
Similar to the decategorization strategy, crosscutting places greater value on indi-
vidual contributions and unique characteristics and therefore is more consistent with 
independent self-construals within individualist societies. Shifting group boundaries 
and attempts to create a new work group composed of both ingroup and outgroup 
members is likely to evoke perceptions of identity threat to employees from collectiv-
ist cultures. 
Proposition 4: Culture will moderate the negative relationship between 
crosscutting and social identity conflict. Specifically, the crosscutting strategy 
will be more effective at reducing social identity conflict for members of indi-
vidualist cultures than members of collectivist cultures. 
Conclusions and implications for research and practice 
From our discussion, many avenues for future study become apparent. Although 
we recognize some serious limitations in applying current research and theory on 
Social Identity Theory (SIT) to leadership interventions designed to prevent or miti-
gate the negative effects of identity-based conflict in the workplace, the literature does 
highlight some potential implications for leaders that are worth considering. Further-
more, we have argued for the importance of considering cultural context when adopt-
ing a categorization-based strategy to reduce social identity conflicts at work. 
In Table 1, we attempt to summarize our propositions by making predictions 
about the effectiveness of four leadership strategies in cultures characterized as Col-
lectivistic versus Individualistic. We believe that our integrated multidisciplinary lit-
erature review lays the foundation for a compelling research agenda. 
In this paper, we have focused on the moderating role of culture in determining 
the effectiveness of four categorization strategies identified in the social identity the-
ory literature. Although research and theory on conflict reduction based on social cat-
egorization has a long history, this work has received considerable criticism with re-
gard to its applicability to organizations. Research testing social identity theory has 
generally been conducted using laboratory experiments, often with student samples, 
and thus it has been criticized for its lack of generalizability to real world settings. 
Further, these strategies seem difficult to implement. In particular, the decategoriza-
tion and recategorization strategies described above have been criticized because they 
involve the abandonment of subgroup identities, which may be psychologically and 
practically difficult to implement when real-life groups are involved (Brown, 2000). 
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Further, there is a significant lack of knowledge as to how leaders in positions of 
authority in actual organizations might use these strategies. Although there is some 
empirical support for the social identity theory of leadership (see Hogg, 2001, for a re-
view), much of this research has also been conducted in laboratory settings with un-
dergraduate student populations and thus needs to be tested in the field. Reicher and 
Hopkins (2003) suggest that most of the focus of social identity research on leader-
ship has been on what leads people to be endorsed as leaders by others, and there has 
been little focus on what leaders actually do. Thus, we concur with Reicher and Hop-
kins (2003: 200) that there is an “urgent need to analyze the active dimensions of lead-
ership.” Research in this area should begin to develop a more complete understand-
ing of leadership strategies that help minimize the negative effects of identity-based 
conflict on information processing, employee commitment, work group cohesiveness, 
and ultimately performance. 
Additionally, appropriate leadership strategies must be identified within specific 
cultural and societal contexts. In our paper, we have focused on cultural differences 
regarding the relationship between the individual and the group. Future research in 
this area should also consider the cultural dimension of power distance, which Hofst-
ede (2001: 98) defines as, “The extent to which the less powerful members of institu-
tions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed 
unequally.” In high power distance cultures, the leader is likely not expected to re-
solve identity-based conflicts, but rather to rely on organizational policies and formal 
rules for maintaining order and productivity (Smith et al., 2002). Thus, power distance 
may be important to consider in examining when identity-based conflict will be per-
ceived as a problem where the leader’s role is to resolve the conflict, versus the per-
ception that identity-based conflict is a natural and normal occurrence. 
In addition to cultural factors, other societal factors such as economics, political 
and legal systems may influence leadership as well. For example, are leadership strat-
egies differentially effective in democracies and totalitarian societies? Do laws gov-
erning, rights, obligations and opportunities, influence leadership approaches with 
respect to social identity differences? Does the relative wealth of a country influence 
leadership approaches for dealing with differences? These types of factors need to be 
explored in order to have a better understanding of how to deal with social identity 
conflicts in organizations. Organizational policies may have an impact on the man-
agement of social identity conflicts as well; for example, consider holiday, promotion 
and disciplinary policies. So might organizational climate. A climate emphasizing re-
spect might have different dynamics than one emphasizing power. It is also important 
to look beyond the role of formal leaders and focus more generally on acts of leader-
ship regardless of the positional authority of the person engaging in them. Finally, so-
cial identity conflicts may occur between group members who know each other well 
and have pre-existing friendships, or conversely, between social identity group mem-
bers who do not know each other well (or perhaps at all prior to the conflict), but find 
themselves interacting with one another due to work demands. Even though fault-
lines may be activated by external forces in both cases, it seems possible that conflict 
is less likely to escalate and more likely to be resolved when group members involved 
in the conflict have pre-existing friendships or close work relationships. Therefore, 
various types of work relationships should be examined as well in future research. 
Although we chose to focus on identifying the negative work outcomes that result 
from identity-based conflict, additional work in this area may suggest that there are 
also positive outcomes. For example, organizational learning may occur as a result 
of having to navigate successfully through an identity-based dispute. Argyris (1976) 
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refers to this as double-loop learning, that is, learning to change underlying values 
and assumptions to solve problems that are ill structured and complex. There may be 
much to learn from organizations that generalize what they have learned in the past 
to implement strategies successfully that prevent future identity conflict. 
Given the complexity and sensitive nature of studying identity-based conflicts in 
the workplace, we believe a variety of tools, methods and theoretical approaches is re-
quired to study this phenomenon adequately. A combination of inductive and deduc-
tive approaches will likely be necessary (Lee, 1999). Van de Vijver and Leung (1997) 
further provide a thorough discussion of the methodological issues and concerns that 
need to be considered in conducting cross-cultural research. Based on their work as 
well as others conducting cross-cultural research, we would recommend the use of 
a triangulated approach to study leadership strategies in various cultures, including 
but not limited to, questionnaires to assess responses to hypothetical situations, semi-
structured interviews to obtain qualitative data detailing employee and leader expe-
riences involving identity-based conflicts, and an organizational assessment to deter-
mine organizational practices and policies. 
This review points to a variety of implications for the management of human re-
sources. At a very basic level, the leadership challenge discussed will have a major 
impact on numerous human resource functions. Recruiting, retention, employee de-
velopment, employee relations, compensation and training are all impacted by the 
growing likelihood of social identity conflicts in organizations that are becoming in-
creasingly globalized (Herriot and Scott-Jackson, 2002). Human resource systems con-
sidered effective in earlier days are likely to be called into question in organizations 
that are bringing groups with histories of hostilities and mistrust together in the work 
place. Organizations cannot underestimate the conflicts that may occur when people 
from different religious, national, political, ethnic and gender groups who previously 
have not had to work together come into contact in the workplace. These conflicts can 
generate serious threats to organizational effectiveness. It is in the best interest of the 
leader to recognize the impact of the legacies of societal conflict and distrust in the 
work place and take steps to manage identity based conflict. 
There are two steps that organizational leaders may take to ameliorate social iden-
tity conflict in today’s globalized environment. One step is simply to recognize that 
these conflicts may happen and to be prepared for them. Awareness is helpful be-
cause it can result in locally relevant preventative strategies such as the development 
of conflict resolution skills. Whether the approach is individual or collectivistic, or-
ganizations need to develop the capacity to deal with social identity conflict when it 
arises. Leaders need to recognize symptoms of the escalation of social identity con-
flicts and to recognize when a faultline is about to erupt. Preventative strategies may 
include policies and practices regarding the treatment of workers, decisions regard-
ing the structure of work groups, or training in how to resolve conflict. 
A second step organizational leaders may take is to develop the cultural intelli-
gence of its members. Brislin et al. (2006) argue that cultural intelligence can be de-
veloped and that helping workers to understand what it is like to be from another 
identity group is one way to accomplish this. Thus, perspective taking around issues 
of social identity and developing an organization’s ability to act in culturally intelli-
gent ways may be a helpful way to start addressing social identity conflicts in organi-
zations. From a human resource perspective, it is important that those in positions of 
leadership be able to deal with the challenge of social identity conflicts at work. Those 
in leadership positions will be more effective to the extent that they can adjust their 
behavior and approaches to reflect an understanding of the local context and feelings 
of different social identity groups. 
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In this paper, we have reviewed the relevant literature and explored leadership in 
the context of social identity conflicts at work. When group identity conflicts occur in 
organizations, not only is work disrupted, but also group members experience sub-
stantial pain and distress that may only be remedied through significant and difficult 
changes in values, attitudes and behaviors. The task of leadership is to facilitate group 
members wrestling with these issues, such that a deeper understanding and appreci-
ation of differences may lead group members toward a more complex view that both 
incorporates the diverse perspectives of the groups in question and allows the leader 
to move toward creating a common purpose to which all can subscribe. Thus, the or-
ganization may grow in its understanding of the needs, values, and potential contri-
butions of employees representing various social identity groups within the organiza-
tion because of the conflict. This may ultimately strengthen the organization’s ability 
to value employee differences and to deal more effectively with identity-based dis-
putes if or when they arise in the future.
Note
* This assumption would be true for vertical collectivist cultures but likely untrue for horizontal col-
lectivist cultures. In HC cultures, people emphasize common goal with others but do not submit 
easily to authorities (Gelfand et al., 2004).
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